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Dedicated to Margaret Burman, who knows a thing or two about building with cardboard, and about a million more things about being a good teacher, colleague, and friend
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CHAPTER 1 Extreme Maximus Jump


WHOOSH!

The wind whipped past Frankie’s face. She held on tightly to the handles on her red saucer sled as she flew down the snowy hill.

Bump, bump, bump! She went over a patch of chunky snow that rattled her teeth and shook her brain inside her head.

Her big challenge was coming up quickly. Everyone called it Extreme Maximus. Once, a fifth grader had gone off it, flown three feet in the air, and done a flip! At least, that’s what people said.
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Most of the third graders were too scared to try Extreme Maximus. They stayed in the center of the hill. But not Frankie. She was built for speed. She thrived on action. She was going to conquer Extreme Maximus.

This was her third time trying. The first two times, she’d gotten scared and bailed out at the last minute. Not this time. She squeezed the handles even more tightly.

“Go, Frankie!” her best friend, Maya, yelled from the bottom of the hill. Now Frankie definitely couldn’t chicken out. Not with people watching.

She was practically on top of the jump. She closed her eyes as tightly as she could.

Up, up, up she flew, and then…

Crash!

Her saucer landed hard and started spinning around and around. She opened her eyes to a whirl of white snow, green trees, and blue sky.

She coasted along a bit longer and then thumped up against the bench that was near the bottom of the hill.

“Oof!” she exclaimed. She was pretty sure she’d left her stomach somewhere behind her. She rolled off the sled and onto the snow. She still felt like she was spinning.

Maya ran up to her. “Frankie, are you okay?”

Frankie popped up. “Okay? I am awesome! I conquered Extreme Maximus!”

Luke, who was in their class, came running over. “That was epic, Frankie!”

“I know!” she replied.

“You’re the first third grader ever to go over Extreme Maximus!” Luke was clearly impressed, which made Frankie’s chest puff up.

“You should have seen yourself,” Maya said. “I think you got a full foot off the ground!”

A foot? Frankie was pretty sure she had gone much higher than that. Three feet, at least, but probably four. It was hard to say since she had kept her eyes closed, but it had felt like she was really high.

“Totally cool,” Luke said. He looked up the hill a little wistfully.

Frankie picked up her sled. “Yeah, it was pretty cool. When you’re a real thrill seeker like me, though, it’s all in a day’s work.”

“Is that why you jumped off your sled the first two times?”

Frankie startled. It was Lila Jones, her classmate and one of her not-so-favorite people. Where had Lila even come from?

“I just wanted to make sure I had the angle right for the best trajectory,” Frankie told her.

Lila looked confused at the word “trajectory.” It was one of Frankie’s favorite words. She’d learned it when she’d built a rocket. The trajectory was the path an object took when it went up and down. Her rocket’s trajectory had been straight up thirty feet, then a perfect arc, then a crash landing in the field outside Grace Hopper Elementary. Thankfully, Frankie’s own trajectory had ended in a much softer landing.

“It was definitely amazing, Frankie,” Maya said. “I don’t think I’ll ever go off that jump.”

“You could do it, Maya,” Frankie told her. Frankie wasn’t actually sure that Maya could go off the jump, but Frankie thought it was a nice thing to say. She pushed one of her curls, damp with melting snow, out of her face. “I think once was enough for me for today, though. Want to go back over to the less steep side of the hill?”

“Sure,” Maya said, looking a little relieved. “Are you guys coming?” Maya asked Lila and Luke.

“I would,” Lila said. “But I need to put my team together for the contest.”

Frankie’s ears pricked up. Contest? There were few things she liked more than a contest. Once, she’d won a whole jar of jelly beans by guessing, correctly, that there were 1,197 in the jar. “What contest?” she asked.

“The sled contest,” Lila said, as if that answered the question. Lila took a peppermint out of her pocket and carefully unwrapped it. Frankie was pretty sure Lila was doing this on purpose, just to drag out the moment and make Frankie wait.

[image: Image]

Frankie hopped from foot to foot.

With the mint in her mouth and garbling her words a little bit, Lila said, “There’s a poster about it over by the hot-chocolate stand. The recreation department is having a contest to see who can build the best sled and—”

Frankie didn’t wait to hear the rest of what Lila had to say. She was off and running. A sled-building contest? Frankie couldn’t believe how perfect it was. Frankie Sparks was the world’s greatest third-grade inventor, and she was definitely going to win this contest.
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CHAPTER 2 The Contest


FRANKIE READ THE POSTER CAREFULLY two times. Reading could be a challenge for Frankie. Sometimes she read too quickly and missed words. Sometimes she read words that weren’t there or read the wrong word. Sometimes she got mixed up. She needed to be sure she got every detail about this contest just right.

CALLING ALL KIDS!

THIS WINTER VACATION

FARMINGTON RECREATION IS HOSTING

THE FIRST ANNUAL CARDBOARD-SLED CONTEST!

YOUR MISSION:

DESIGN AND BUILD A SLED USING ONLY

CARDBOARD AND DUCT TAPE.

SLEDS WILL BE JUDGED AND PRIZES

WILL BE GIVEN FOR:

1. BEST-LOOKING SLED.

2. FASTEST SLED.

3. MOST TEAM SPIRIT.

MANDATORY INFORMATION AND BUILDING SESSION: SUNDAY AT 2:00 P.M.

COME WITH YOUR THREE-MEMBER TEAM AND YOUR AWESOME IDEAS!

A contest with prizes! Frankie hopped up and down with excitement.

Maya ran up behind her, huffing and puffing. “You sure are fast when you wanna be.”

Frankie pointed at the poster. “You’ll be on my team, right?”

“Of course,” Maya replied.

Frankie pulled off her mitten and reached out her hand. Maya looked at it. “We have to shake,” Frankie said. “That’s how teams start. With a handshake and a dream.”

“Okay,” Maya said slowly. She reached out her hand, still in its mitten, and Frankie gave it a firm shake.

“We need one more person,” Frankie said.

“What about Lila?” Maya asked. “We already know she wants to do it.”

Frankie stared at Maya in disbelief. Lila Jones on her team? No way!

“What about Luke?” Frankie asked.

Maya shook her head. “He said he’s making a team with Ben and Ben’s little brother. They figure he’s small, so that will make fitting three people on the sled easier.”

Frankie hadn’t thought of that. She and Maya were both pretty regular-size. Maybe they should find a smaller teammate. Then again, maybe small wasn’t the best option. Heavier things tended to slide faster, Frankie thought, like the big middle schoolers who flew down the hill. Frankie thought of the people in their class at school. She needed someone who was smart, brave, and just the right size.

While she was thinking, their classmate Ravi came over to them. He had a steaming cup of hot chocolate that he was blowing on to try to cool it down. He said hello to them. Maya said hello back, but Frankie was still thinking. Suki Moskowitz would be perfect. She was very smart, and brave enough. Plus, she was about the same size as Frankie and Maya, so they could distribute their weight evenly. That would be important. Frankie scowled, though, because she bet that Lila had asked Suki already. Still, it was worth a shot. Frankie decided she would go right home and call Suki and ask her.
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“That looks like an interesting contest,” Ravi said.

“Want to be on our team?” Maya asked.

Ravi? Ravi was definitely smart, but bravery did not jump to mind when Frankie thought of him. He never jumped off the top of the climbing structure at school or went down the slide backward and headfirst. Plus, he was tall. How would they fit him on the sled?

“Sure,” Ravi said.

“Great!” Maya said. “We have our team!”

Frankie forced a smile. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s great. Welcome to the team.”

Maya stuck her hand out. “We have to shake on it,” she said.

Frankie grimaced but stuck out her own hand. “Handshake and a dream,” she muttered.

Ravi, his hand warm from holding the hot chocolate, shook their hands. They stared at one another a moment longer. Then Ravi said, “Okay, then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at the information and building session.”

He wandered away. Maya clapped her hands together. “That worked out perfectly!”

Frankie, though, wasn’t so sure.
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